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Before we get to SMW, let's talk about data.



  

My new theory:

"Data is data".



  

The theory: the structure of a set of data says 
much more about how to interact with it than the 

data's subject matter.



  

In other words: if three different data sets have 
the same set of tables, column types, number of 

rows, etc., they can probably be viewed and 
edited with the same interface, even though 

the three are about:

● a children's TV show
● military information

● biotech research results



  

(For SMW, substitute "categories/classes" for 
tables, "property types" for column types, and 

"number of pages" (or "number of subobjects") for 
rows)



  

If this is true, what does it mean?

It means that there could potentially be 
generic software that takes in a set of data 
and constructs a reasonable interface for 

editing, browsing and visualizing that data, 
based only on the size and structure of that 

data.

(wow)



  

This could also be true regardless of 
the current storage of that data - 

database, spreadsheets, API, wiki, etc.



  

First, browsing.

If there is such a generic interface, what it would 
look like?

In other words, what is the ideal way to browse a 
set of data?



  

First: why do we browse data?

● To see the overall nature of the data
● To find patterns
● To find the set of entries that match some 
criteria
● To find a particular entry



  

Five basic approaches I know of:

● sortable table
● non-hierarchical drill-down
● hierarchical drill-down
● multi-pane
● faceted search

(These are my terms - are there more standard 
terms?)



  

Most of these have examples in the 
MediaWiki/SMW world.



  

Sortable table of data:



  

Non-hierarchical drill-down:
Semantic Drilldown extension



  

The now-defunct “exhibit” query format, and its 
replacement, the “filtered” format, offer a more 
Javascript-y, slicker version of the same thing.



  

Hierarchical drill-down:
(1) category pages

(2) #ask queries that display lists of pages



  

Multi-pane: (a non-SMW example)

iTunes 4, from 2003.
(Now it's just a sortable table.)



  

Faceted search:
the "RunQuery" feature in Semantic Forms, the 

SolrStore and SOLRSearch extensions
(previously also the SemanticQueryFormTool and 

Enhanced Retrieval extensions)



  

So which is the best?

Maybe there's no one answer.

It probably depends in part on the structure of 
the data – and on its size.



  

Example: A hierarchical drill-down, or multi-pane, 
interface, is good for hierarchical (1-to-n) data, 

right?

Genre > Artist > Album > Song



  

In SMW terms: hierarchical data is essentially any 
time a field/property can only hold a single value, 

not multiple values (no #arraymap).

Real-life data is rarely in a strict hierarchy -
we use #arraymap a lot.



  

Genre > Artist > Album > Song

In the case of music, different songs on the same 
album can be by different artists, and of different 

genres.

(My iPod Nano (multi-pane interface) deals with this issue 
annoyingly: I can't play some albums all the way through, 
because it only combines songs together into "Album + 

Artist". Even Apple hasn't solved the data-browsing problem 
fully!)



  

Perhaps the right solution is to offer multiple 
interfaces, for users' different data needs?



  

Second, visualization.

If a table holds geographical coordinates, it 
should be displayable with a map.

If it holds a date, it should be displayable with an 
outline, calendar or timeline (depending on the 
date range).

If it holds a number, it should be graphed.



  

Can this be automated?



  

What does the "data is data" theory tell us about 
the future of data browsing in SMW?



  

1) Perhaps our interfaces should be smarter.



  

With Semantic Drilldown, data overload like this 
can happen:

Semantic Drilldown output, from SEQwiki



  

If we believe that "data is data", we can assume 
that this kind of display is never the ideal 

solution, and the software can do something 
more intelligent in this case.



  

2) A bigger deal: if one or more generic browsing 
applications are created, maybe we can switch to 

using those.

Perhaps SMW will one day get out of 
the data browsing business.



  

3) This may present a solution for mobile viewing 
of SMW data.

If the entire browsing apparatus consists of some 
data and some lightweight code around it, the 
whole thing could be run within a mobile 
web browser. (Most web browsers now 
contain a database.)



  

Finally, a side note about editing..

Editing a plain set of data, with no version history, 
is generally a bad idea.

However – our system could instead log a set of 
desired changes, and send it back to the central 
repository...



  

User Bob wants to
add [this row], and also

wants to change the
value of column 5 in

row 12 to “B”. 



  

What could handle this message?

● A wiki
● Another content-management system
● A person



  

Questions/comments/complaints
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